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enough, and well do you remember
it. For that was the day the exec of
the Abbott Hall Naval
Midshipman’s School where you’d
been an instructor called you up
before him and gave it to you
straight: “Lieutenant, you’ve been
ordered to Naval Mine Warfare
School, Yorktown, Virginia, for
temporary duty under instruction.”

Driving home up Chicago’s
lakefront to Evanston, you think:
Mine school? Sounds like a prelude to
the dirtiest, dullest duty in the Navy.

Visions of white geysers of
seawater flood your mind —
newsreel stuff, of course.

Then you reflect that you don’t
know, actually, what a naval mine
looks like up close. Maybe they are not as dangerous as you imagine? So
you decide to enter mine school with an “I’m-from-Missouri” mindset. It is
just as well that you do, for you save yourself a lot of needless worrying.

Nevertheless, you breathe easier when you find
out that the round, black, pot-bellied little

monsters can be kept in their place with
proper treatment and that modern
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T hough only a few of
them exist today,
the most notable

being the late John
Wayne’s plushly restored
Wild Goose, there was a
time during the early
stages of World War Two
when it seemed every
shipyard in the country
was building what came
to be known as the 
YMS-class of 136-ft
wooden-hulled motor
minesweeper. The reason
was simple. America
needed ships of every
description and it needed them quick.

With America thrust into a two-ocean war after Pearl
Harbor, shipbuilding got the nation’s highest priority.
And tops in that quest to build an instant navy was the
need for small, tough, wooden-hulled minesweepers;
ships capable of keeping the world’s sea lanes, harbors,
and ports free from the threat of enemy mining.

Drawing on the production capability of the nation’s
vast number of small shipyards, the Navy designed
the YMS so it could be built fast and furious with the
simplest propulsion system. The result was a 205-ton
motor minesweeper powered by twin 400-hp diesels
driving twin screws. With a crew of 35-50 and initially
a single 3-in D/P gun, the 136-ft-long YMSs began
spilling out of the shipyards almost as fast as the
Navy could man them. Orders for an initial batch of
136 twin-funneled versions were placed early in 1941
with a further order of 345 single-funneled versions
awarded early in 1942. By the end of 1943, 480 short,
squat, YMS sweepers had been delivered. The “Canoe
Club Navy” had become a battle-tested reality.

As you enter the stateroom labeled “CO’s Sea Cabin”
and hit the sack for an hour or so before going up to
stand the mid-watch with one of your junior officers, you
find that you have flipped back the memory pages of your
mind to February 1942; to the day you got your orders to
the Naval Mine Warfare School at Yorktown, Virginia.

Remember Febru-
ary 1942? The American Expeditionary Force is
landing in Ireland — the President has just turned 60
— the 14th ship has just been sunk in the Atlantic by
U-boats — “Sighted sub, sank same” is on everybody’s
lips — Hawaii disaster photos have just been
released, and “Remember Pearl Harbor”
is fast becoming the nation’s battle cry
and is to be forgotten just as fast —
the Normandie capsizes and six-days
later, on a Monday, the headlines
bleat “SINGAPORE
FALLS!” That was
a blue Monday,
well

MY
WAR
EYEWITNESS

HISTORY
ACCOUNT

The unofficial motto of the minesweepers was “Wherever you go
— we’ve been!” Twenty-one 136-ft YMS minesweepers were lost

performing one of the most important
and dangerous tasks of World War

Two — keeping the
sea-lanes open for the

fighting ships and amphibious
forces of our worldwide Navy
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Certainly not the most
attractive of vessels, this
AMc was used for
minesweeping training at
Cape May, New Jersey,
during 1944. The AMcs
were converted fishing
boats. There was no
room for a proper
electric generator so the
power for the magnetic
sweep gear actually
came from dozens of wet
cell batteries! 

Crew aboard YMS-12
watches as a Navy blimp
flies overhead and snaps
their photo.

Wonderful view of YMS-299 (later
renamed Rhea, AMS-52) in front of the
eastern portion of the Oakland-San

Francisco Bay Bridge.

USS Rhea (AMS-52) plowing through the
waters of San Francisco Bay.


